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Surely, one of the more complex questions in the study of medieval Jewish intel- 
lectual history, an enterprise that was limited socially to elite groups of Jewish 
males, either ensconced in or in close proximity to centers of rabbinic power, is 
the relationship of philosophy and mysticism as competing ideological schemes. 
A particularly important chapter in this discussion is the influence, negative or 
positive, of Maimonides on kabbalah, a complex amalgam of theosophical 
speculation, meditational technique, and theurgic practice that has been properly 
referred to as a "compound of philosophy and piety," "a sophisticated philoso- 
phic mysticism in Hebraic dress."' It is not my intention to survey previous 
scholarship that has addressed this intricate problem, including the part Spanish 
kabbalists and Franco-German Pietists played in the Maimonidean controversy 
of the thirteenth century.2 Suffice it to say that two main approaches can be dis- 
tinguished in scholarly analyses, one that accentuates disparities between Mai- 
minides and kabbalists and-the other that emphasizes the indebtedness of kab- 
balists to Maimonides even when they take issue with ideas promulgated by him. 
Noteworthy is the judicious observation of Gershom Scholem that the attitude 
of early kabbalists to rationalist Jewish philosophy exhibits two tendencies. On 
the one hand, kabbalists "appropriated the foundations of philosophical thought 
as it had been developed by the Platonizing Aristotelians who preceded them." 
On the other hand, many took a more critical and sometimes overtly antagonis- 
tic stance "viewing the 'traditional' science that they possessed as illuminati in 
contrast to the enlightenment type of rationalism that had struck root in influen- 
tial Jewish circles."3 It is possible to apply these two tendencies to the kabbalists' 

Daniel Jeremy Silver, Maimoniakan Criticism and the Maimonlakan Contr~uersy 1180-1240, 
Leiden 1965, 99, 163. Silver's words are reminiscent of Scholem's view (reiterated in many 
of his writings) that medieval kabbalah as it 'stepped into the light of history" in 
Provence, Catalonia, and Castile in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, could be charac- 
terized as a confluence of Gnosticism and Neoplatonism. See, for example, the articula- 
tion of this point in Gershom Scholem, Ongins ofthe Kabbalah, edited by R J. Zwi Wer- 
blowsky, translated by Alan Arkush, Princeton 1987, 363. See also the discussion of phi- 
losophy and kabbalah in Isadore Twersky, Rabud ofPosqui2res: A Tw@h-Century TaLn~dist, 
Cambridge 1962,258-300. * Silver, Maimonidean Criticism, 148- 198; Scholem, Origins, 404407; Bernard Septimus, His- 
pano-Jewijh Culture in Transition: Tbc Career and Controversies of Ramah, Cambridge, Mass. 
and London 1982, 61-74; Joseph Dan, "Ashkenazi Hasidism and the Maimonidean Con- 
troversy," in: Maimoniakan Studies 3 (1992-93) 2947. 
Scholem, Origns, 403. Although Scholem readily acknowledged that the mythic teadungs 
of the kabbalists were expressed philosophically, reflecting in particular the language of 



relationship to Maimonides in particular, and thus it would be no exaggeration 
to say that the spiritual/intellectual landscape of thirteenth-century kabbalah 
(not to mention succeeding generations that evolved therefrom) is unimaginable 
unless one takes to heart that the ruminations of masters of Jewish esoteric lore 
were incubated in the shadows of the great eagle. 

Due to limitations of space, of necessity I will not be able to deal with this 
topic adequately, let alone comprehensively; at best, I can discuss only a fraction 
of relevant motifs. It is my hope nonetheless that the analysis herein will shed 
new light on the intricate relationship of Maimonides and thirteenth-century 
kabbalists. The essay will be even more constricted by the decision to confine 
myself to reGarks of kabbalists where the name of Maimonides is either explic- 
itly mentioned or the influence of his ideas irrefutably intended. The various 
themes to be discussed can be grouped together under two main subject head- 
ings, esotericism and the doubling of secrecy, on one hand, and visionary con- 
templation and ecstatic experience, on the other. 

Moshe Idel similarly chose to reflect on the topics of esotericism and ecstatic 
experience as the two axes of his analysis of Maimonides and kabbalah.4 The fo- 
cal point of our respective essays and the conclusions we draw about this rela- 
tionship, however, are significantly different. O n  the topic of esotericism Idel is 
interested in illustrating how Maimonides' formal appropriation of the ancient 
occult disciplines mentioned in rabbinic literature (especially ma'aseh bereshit and 
mar/rseh merkavah, interpreted respectively as physics and metaphysics) served as a 
catalyst for the historical-literary emergence of kabbalah - not, of course, in the 
sense of Graetz for whom kabbalah was an innovative response to Maimonidean 
rationalism, but in the sense of providing an explanation for the shift from oral 
transmission of archaic secrets to composing written treatises. With respect to the 
ecstatic state of devequt, Idel limits the discussion to Abulafia and his disciples. In 
a manner well-known to us from his many published studies, Idel distii~guishes 
sharply between two opes of kabbalists, the theosophical-theurgical and ecstatic- 
prophetic: the "religious mentality" of the former "profoundly differed from that 

Neoplatonism (il/lajor Trend in Jewish Mysticism, New York 1956, 166, 175, 203; Origins, 
221422,228, 316-320, 327-330, 363-364, 389), he consistently maintained that the core of 
kabbalah is a gnostic doctrine whose mythologizing character is to be contrasted essen- 
tially with discursive rational philosophy. See idem, Major Trend, 24-25, 32, 34-37; idem, 
On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, translated by Ralph Manheim, New York 1969, 88-89, 
96-99, 119; idem, Kabbalah, Jerusalem 1974, 87-88, 115; idem, Origins, 67. O n  the relation- 
ship of philosophy and mysticism in Scholem's thinlung, see Eliezer Schweid, Judaism and 
~~ysticis?n According to Gershom Shotem: A Critical Analysis and Programmatic Discussion, 
translated with an Introduction by David Avraham Weiner, Atlanta 1985, 117-132. The 
view of Scholem is reaffirmed by his student Yehuda Liebes, Stndies in Jewish Myth andJew- 
zsh Messi~znism, translated by Batya Stein, Albany 1993, 4. 
Moshe Idel. "Maimonides and Kabbalah," in: Studies iu Maimonides, edited by lsadore 
Twersky, Cambridge, Mass. and London 1990, 31-79. 

1 
i of Maimonides," whereas the latter "presented an entirely different intellectual 

structure and a significantly different relation to Maimonides."S 
To state my conclusions at the outset: First, Maimonides played a positive role 

in imparting to kabbalists rhetorical tropes that helped them formulate their her- 1 meneutical principles of secrecy. Second, I do not agree with the assertion that 
only prophetic kabbalists, in contrast to the theosophic kabbalists, exemplify an 
affinity with Maimonides on the matter of ecstatic experience. Lest there be any i 

i 
misunderstanding, I am not challenging the fact that the kabbalah promulgated 

i by Abulafia was patently more dependent on Maimonidean philosophy. Yet, I 
1 
i do not find justification for the further claim that the "religious mentality" of 

theosophic-theurgical kabbalists was profoundly different from Maimonides. On 
the contrary, the devequt expenencc cultivated by kabbalists, linked to prophecy 
and prayer, was on a par phenomenologically with the conternplatwe ideal of in- ' tellectual worship (&-'zbda &-'aqliyya/avodab sikblit) advanced by Maimonides, 
passionate love ('ishq/besheq) consequent to rational apprehension of everything 
that one can ascertain about matters divine and the cleansing of the mind of all 
but the idea of God, a "post-cognitive piety" and "post-intellectual devotion to 
God," as David Blumenthal has aptly characterized Maimonidean philosophical 
my~ticism.~ It is important to recall that Scholem already remarked that the 
emergence of kabbalah in thirteenth-century Europe held a potentiality to 'at- 
tract many Maimonideans by means of one element common to the two camps, 
namely the doctrine of mystical debheq~th, which is not absent from 7le Guide of 
the Pe7pZe~ed."~ Bracketing the historical validity of Scholem's claim, the idea- 

Ibid., 55. See also Moshe Idel, 7he Mystical Experience in Abraham Abuhjia, translated by 
Jonathan Chipman, Albany 1988, 8; idem, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, Albany 1988, 1-3. 
To some extent, Idel's opinion seems to have been anticipated by Scholem, Origms, 408: 
"Gerona was thus no center of 'enthusiasm' of  the kind that, in Abraham Abulafia's 
teaching concerning the 'prophetic Kabbalah,' later invoked - paradoxically enough - the 
authority of Maimonides himself." 
David R. Blumenthal, "Maimonides: Prayer, Worship, and Mysticism," in: Approaches to 
Judaism in Medieval Times, vol. 3, edited by David R Blumenthal, Atlanta 1988, 1-16. A 
mystical interpretation of the Maimonidean ideal of the knowledge of God and the pas- 
sionate love entailed in his notion of intellectual worship was proffered by Simon Rawi- 
dowicz, Studies in Jewish nought, edited by Nahum Glatzer, Philadelphia 1974,269-304. 
Scholem, Origins, 413. O n  the similarity between the depiction of devcqut in Nahmanides 
and the highest level of prophecy in Maimonides, see idem, Ihc Messianic Idea in Judaism 
and Other Essays on Jewish Spiritdity, New York 1971, 205; see also Isaiah Tishby, 7he Wis- 
dom of the Zohar, translated by David Goldstein, Oxford 1989, 980; Seth L. Brody, "Hu- 
man Hands Dwell in Heavenly Heights: Worship and Mystical Experience in Thirteenth- 
Century Kabbalah," Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1991, 178. In light of 
these passages, Blumenthal's one-sided rendering ("Maimonides," pp. 12-13 n. 1) of 
Scholem's attitude to the influence of  Maimonides on early kabbalah needs to be 
amended as does his claim that Idel's "brilliant papers" have "shown how deeply Abra- 
ham Abulafia and even the early Kabbala were dependent upon a more mystical reading 
of Maimonides." 1 do not see any evidence in the work of Idel to support the latter part 
of this assessment. 



tional point is well taken: philosophers and kabbalists shared the experience of 
dmequr, the conjunction of the soul to immaterial forms. 

A reconsideration of Maimonides and kabbalah through the two prisms that I 
have suggested, the hermeneutics of esotericism and the ontology of ecstatic ex- 
perience, should contribute to a more nuanced appreciation of the mystical di- 
mensions of medieval Jewish philosophy and the philosophical dimensions of 
medieval Jewish mysticism. Beyond the specifics of Maimonides' impact on 
early kabbalah, these reflections, though modest in scope, seek to problematize 
the taxonomic distinctions that have dominated historiographical conceptions of 
medieval Jewish religious thought (since the nineteenth century) in what strikes 
me fronYboth sociological and intellectual standpoints, as an overly simplistic 
bifurcation of philosophy and kabbalah as distinct fields of research. The words 
of Moses ben Solomon of Burgos, cited by Isaac of A ~ r e , ~  that the feet of kab- 
balists rest on the heads of philosophers have proven to be prescient - scholars 
of kabbalah (from relatively early in the history of nineteenth-century Wissen- 
schafr des Judenrums), have, in one degree or another, understood that the study of 
medieval Jewish esotericism demands a familiarity with philosophical modes of 
discourse and argumentation, whereas scholars of philosophy, for the most part, 
have not felt the need to become conversant in kabbalistic symbolism as part of 
their own disciplinary training. The asymmetry is understandable when the to- 
pography is flattened and time stretched as a chronological progression, but the 
latter itself presupposes a hermeneutical orientation shaped by a particular con- 
ception of history, which is anything but certain.9 In the arcade of mind, what 
comes before may be the effect of what comes after. 

Open Secrets: Maimonidean Esotericism and Kabbalistic Hemzeneutics 

One of the most important rhetorical contributions that Maimonides made to 
the kabbalists was his characterization of prophetic truth as parabolic in nature. 

Amos Goldreich, Sefer Me'irat Einayim R. Isaac ofAcre, Ph.D. thesis, Hebrew University, 
Jerusalem 1981,56 (in Hebrew): "Know that, in truth, the place of their heads is the place 
of our feet, and this matter is a first intelligible (mus8al n"shon) for the enlightened 
(maskilim)." See ibid., 62, where Isaac cites the same remark in the name of "those who 
know the way of truth," the technical term first employed by Nahmanides to designate 
esoteric wisdom. 
It lies beyond the scope of this study to discuss this matter properly. I have explored the 
relationship of time and hermeneutics, and, to some degree, the historiographical project 
of evaluating the past and rendering a historical narrative in the prologue to Language, 
Eros, Being: Mbalistic Hermeneutics and Poetic Imagination, which is entitled " T i e  
Swe~e/Hermeneutic Reversibility." For a useful discussion that sheds light on some of 
these issues, see Chester G. Starr, "Historical and Philosophical T i e , "  in: History and 
Theory 6 (1966) 24-35, and, more recently, Nils Roemer, "Between Hope and Despair: 
Conceptions of Time and the German-Jewish Experience in the Nineteenth Century," in: 
.Jewish History 14 (2000) 345-363. 

Following a hermeneutical sensibility attested in older rabbinic dicta wherein 
mashal, a term derived from the scriptural lexicon, primarily the stratum of Wis- 
dom literature, is posited as the key to unloclung the meaning of Scripture,lo but 
considerably enhanced by the effort of medieval philosophical exegetes (begin- 
ning in earnest with Saadiah Gaon in the tenth century) to interpret problematic 
verses figuratively in the service of reconciling faith with reason, Maimonides fa- 
vors the image of metaphor or allegory, marbal, the Arabic cognate to masbal,ll 
to depict the character of the revealed word, since the salient feature of allegori- 
cal pronouncement is that it its twofaced; the prophetic idiom similarly exhibits 
a twofold meaning, outer (zrihir/n&kh) and inner (bdrin/nisrar), literal and figura- 
tive, exoteric and esoteric.12 As Maimonides explicitly states, and as scholars have 
duly noted, the impulse that turns the wheel ;f his philosophically inspired exe- 
gesis is the theological commitment to the axiom that God is not a body. Any 
formulation in Scripture that contradicts this demonstrable truth will be subject 
to allegorical exegesis (ra'wil bdtin), the application of which is predicated on the 
presumption that language is equivocal (mushrarik/meshurrafj; from a technical 
standpoint metaphor (al-ism al-mustardr/ha-shem ha-musb'al) is classified as a spe- 
cific type of equivocal term (al-ism d-mushtariklshem mesbuttafj.l3 Attentive to the 
equivocality of language, the philosophically enlightened grasp the metaphorical 
meaning (isrirdra/hasb'&) implied by the plain meaning, whereas the unin- 
formed populace only comprehends the latter in one of its meanings, which, 
strictly speaking, is contextually erroneous. As Maimonides remarks in the intro- 
duction to the Guide, truths of Scripture are expressed 

in equivocal terms so that the multitude might comprehend them in accord with the 
capacity of their understanding and the weakness of their representation, whereas the 
perfect man, who is already informed, will comprehend them otherwise.14 

lo David Stem, Parabks in Midrash: Narrative and Exegesis in Rabbinic Literature, Cambridge, 
Mass. and London 199 1, 63-67. 

l1 I cannot enter into all the intricate details and nuances of the allegorical or metaphorical 
approach adopted by Maimonides. The interested reader would be well served by the 
conceptually sophisticated and philologically precise analysis of Mordechai Z. Cohen, 
Thee Approaches to Biblical Metaphor: From Abraham Ib.n Ezra and Maimonides to David 
Kimhi, Leiden 2003, 98-136. 

l2 For a recent attempt to render this standard view in a somewhat more nuanced way by 
suggesting that Maimonides actually operated with an "exegetical hierarchy" predicated 
on three senses of Scripture, the "starkly literal and vulgar," the "external," which repre- 
sents the "moral and political foundations upon which societal welfare depends," and the 
"internal," which "conveys the purely abstract and theoretical groundwork necessary for 
intellectual welfare," see James A. Diamond, Maimonides and the Hmneneutics of Conceal- 
ment: Deciphering Scripture and Midrash zn the Guide of the Perplexed, Albany 2002, 16-19. 

l3 Cohen, Three Approahes, 101-103. 
l4 Moses Maimonides, The Guide ofthe Pnplxed, translated with an Introduction and Notes 

by Shlomo Pines, with an Introductory Essay by Leo Strauss, Chicago and London 1963, 
I: Introduction, p. 9. 



The approach adopted by Maimonides resonates with the ancient Jewish apoca- 
lyptic wisdom regarding the communication of secrets preserved in the dictum 
attributed to  Jesus,15 in response to  the query of his disciples regarding the use of 
parables: 

To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of the heaven of God, but for those 
outside everything is in parables so that they may indeed see but not perceive, and may 
indeed hear but not understand; lest they should turn again, and be forgiven (Mk. 4: 
11-12). 

The disciples represent the elect circle who have n o  need for parables since they 
directly kngw the mystery of the kingdom, and thus they perceive and under- 
stand what is said, that is, they see through the outer covering to  the inner core; 
by contrast, the ignorant masses addressed by Jesus must receive truth in the 
form of parables, a form that conceals in the moment it reveals. The author of 
Mark thus sums up the discussion, 

With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it; he did 
not speak to them without a parable, but privately to his own disciples he explained eve- 
rything (ibid., 33-34).16 

In a similar vein, for Maimonides, the secret entails a concomitant transmission 
and withholding, a duplicity demanded by the dual political need to  enlighten 
the uninitiated with respect to  the existence of God, o n  the one hand, but to 
keep them in the dark regarding the implications of the truth of God's incorpo- 
reality for traditional beliefs, o n  the other. It is certainly the case that a literal in- 
terpretation of the anthropomorphic representations of God in Scripture is mis- 
taken, indeed heretical, in nature. 

l 5  I am here elaborating on a point I made in Ahdarn  Abulaja - Kabbalist and Prophet: Her- 
mt7nrutecs, 7hcosopLy and 7heurgr, Los Angeles 2000, 41 n.  97. By emphasizing the link be- 
tween Maimonides and the Gospel of Mark, I do not mean to exclude other channels of 
intluence, iilcluding Islamic thought, and especially Ismaili texts, which distinguish two 
levels of meaning in Scripture, the exoteric known to all believers and the esoteric, which 
is transmitted from a master to a limited number of initiates. See Paul E. Walker, 7he Well- 
springs of Wisdom: A Study of Abzi Yaraq#b d-Sijissldni's Kit& al-Yandi including a complete 
English translation weth commentary and notes on t he  Arabic text, Salt Lake City 1994, 12. As 
Walker notes, the Ismaili exegetes, known as Bdtiniya, "esotericists," were often deemed 
heretics by clerical authorities for the inner meaning they promoted (bdtzn) rendered the 
external meaning, especially related to the commands and prohibitions of the law 
(share's), superfluous. For similar charge made by kabbalists against radical allegorizers in 
Spain who professed to be followers of Maimonides, see below. 

l6  For parallels in the other Synoptic gospels, see Matthew 13:lO-17, Luke 8:9-10. For discus- 
sion of secrecy and parable in Mark, with special attention to the Jewish apocalyptic 
background, see Adela Yabro Collins, "Messianic Secret and the Gospel of Mark: Secrecy 
in Jewish Apocalypticism, the Hellenistic Mystery Religions, and Magic," in: Rending the 
k l :  Concealmmt and Secre~ in the History ofReligions, edited by Elliot R. Wolfson, New 
York and London 1999, 11-30, esp. 26-27. See also the learned analysis of Willem S. Vor- 
sten, Speaking oofjesvs: Essays on Biblical Language, Gospel Narrative and the Historical Jesus, 
edited by J. Eugene Botha, Leiden 1999, 161-197. 

The lexicographic chapters of  the Guide are intended to  demonstrate that 
proper philological analysis will yield the true and correct meaning that is no  
longer subject to  equivocation - there is no  way, for instance, that reference to 
the hand of God can be understood literally as if the divine had a body; in this 
case, and all others similar to  it, the literal sense, when properly apprehended, is 
the figurative, A i r  overlaps with bdtin.17 This insight, which is embodied in an 
exemplary way in the text of  Song of Songs, the one book of Scripture for which 
it is patently clear that the literal meaning must be understood figuratively if the 
text is not literally meaningless,l8 is apprehended by the philosophically enlight- 
ened; as far as the masses are concerned, however, religious truths can only be 
imparted if the incorporeal is imaginatively represented in corporeal terms, 
which are scientifically false but pedagogically necessary to inculcate belief in the 
existence of God and in his possessing all perfections, the "wily graciousness" (ta- 
kzttufl of  which Maimonides Speaks,l9 an analogue to the noble fiction of the Pla- 
tonic tradition or, in the locution of the hermeneutical principle of the school of 
R. Ishmael, reinterpreted in a philosophical vein, "Torah speaks-the language of 
humankind" (dzbberah f o r d  be-lashon benei adurn).zO 

Although Maimonides insists repeatedly that Mosaic prophecy is to  be distin- 
guished from all other prophecies by the fact that Moses was not dependent on 
the imagination, the Torah, which abounds in metaphorical language of an an- 
thropomorphic and anthropopathic nature is surely a product of the imagina- 
t i ~ n . ~ '  By applying the rhetorical idiom of the parable to  Scripture, Maimonides 
is communicating that revealed truth, the truth of revelation, is seemingly other 
than what it seems to  be, but in this (dis)semblance - the mirror of the text - 

l7 Cohen, irhree Approades, 201-216. 
Elliot R. Wolfson, YAsceticism and Eroticism in Medieval Jewish Philosophical and Mys- 
tical Exegesis of the Song of Songs," in: With Reverencefor the Word: Medieual Scriptural 
Exegesis in Judaism, Christianig, and Islam, edited by Jane Dammen McAuliffe et al., Ox- 
ford 2003, 93-95; Cohen, 7hree Approades, 186-188. 

l9  The term tahttuf; rendered in Hebrew by Ibn Tibbon as 'onnat ha-shm, is mentioned by 
Maimonides, Guide, 111: 32, p. 525, in his description of "divine actions," which are 
equated with "natural actions," that is, the way the divine is manifest in the physical uni- 
verse. It is necessary to recall, however, that the ultimate point of this chapter is to explain 
the rationale for sacrifices in ancient Israel, and thus the motif of God's cunning grace or 
gracious cunningness can be applied to the use of patently false images found in the 
scriptural depiction of God: idolatrous representation, linguistically and not pictorially, is 
necessary to educate the vulgar. For the enlightened sage, the seemingly offensive charac- 
terizations are interpreted allegorically and thus the potentially heretical implications are 
neutralized. See Pines, "Translator's Introduction," Ixxii-lxxiv. For a list of other relevant 
scholarly treatments of this term, see Maimonides, 7he Guide ofthe Perplexed, Hebrew trans- 
lation from the Arabic, annotations, appendices, and indices by Michael Schwartz, Tel 
Aviv 2002, 532 n. 2. 

20 Guide, I: 26, p. 56; I: 33, p. 71; I: 46, p. 98; Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, Idola- 
by, translated by Naomi Goldblum, Cambridge, Mass. and London 1992, 54-62. 

21 Leo Strauss, "How To Begin To Study The Guide of the Perplexed," in: Guide, Pines ed., 
xxxv-xxxvii. 



truth can be what it seemingly seems not to be; in slightly different, and perhaps 
more transparent, terms, just as the shell that covers the h i t ,  the external envel- 
ops the internal, the revealed conceals what is revealed in concealing what is 
concealed. Those who are "already informed" by a philosophic awareness will be 
able to elicit from the prophetic text the inner, true meaning, whereas the multi- 
tude will comprehend according to their understanding; thus, the literal, though 
not literally true, serves a didactic function in imparting something of the truth 
to the masses of people who have at best a limited capacity to comprehend it, 
including the essential and incontrovertible truths that God is one, eternal, in- 
corporeal, and the sole legitimate object o f ~ o r s h i p . ~ ~  

There is no'Teason to doubt the sincerity on the part of Maimonides that both 
external and internal meanings have an indispensable purpose.23 The matter is 
elucidated from the scriptural image that Maimonides proffers as the paradig- 
matic depiction of the structure of a parable, "A word fitly spoken is like apples 
of gold in settings of silver" (Prov. 25:l From the verse Maimonides deduces 
two critical points: First, the internal meaning is more valuable than the external 
just as gold is more precious than silver. Second, the external, though inferior to 
the internal, has value of its own - the external meaning promotes the welfare of 
human societies and the internal meaning beliefs concerning truth, a distinction 
that corresponds to what Maimonides delineates in another chapter as the two- 
fold aim of Torah, welfare of the body (tiqqun ha-gufj and welfare of the soul 
(tiqqun ha-nefe~h).~S 

Notwithstanding the intent of Maimonides himself, the historical record dem- 
onstrates that in thirteenth-century Spain there were individuals who justified . - 
abrogation of traditional ritual based on a hyper-allegorical reading of Scripture 
inspired by the philosophical orientation. Thus, for example, in his Sha'ar ha- 
Shamayim, Isaac Ibn Latif, a man who clearly sought a genuine hybrid of the phi- 

12 Guide, I: 3 5 ,  pp. 79-81. For an engaging attempt to uncover a more egalitarian strain in 
the philosophical elitism of Maimonides, see Ralph Lerner, Maimonides' Empire oflight: 
Popular Enlightenment in an Age ofBelief; Chicago and London 2000. 

' 3  O n  occasion Maimonides does write in such a way that he leaves the impression that only 
the internal meaning is ultimately true. See, for instance, his introduction to the com- 
mentary on the tenth chapter of Sanhedrin, Mishnah im Pmrsh ha-RaMBaM, edited and 
translated by Joseph Kafih, Jerusalem 1965, Seder Nezikin, p. 137. Maimonides distin- 
guishes three different approaches to the rabbinic dicta. In describing the "third group," 
which, as he is quick to point out, is so few in number that it may not even merit being 
referred to as a group, he notes that they understood the words of the sages to be para- 
bolic and metaphoric, and thus the intention or meaning is to be sought in what is hid- 
den and not in what is revealed. It must be remembered, however, that this disregard for 
the literal or external applies only to the elite who understand the figurative or internal 
sense; the veracity of the former relates to the masses who cannot apprehend truth except 
through the trappings of the imagmation. " Guide, I: Introduction, pp. 11-12. '' Guidi.,III:27,pp.510-511. 

losophical and mysti~al,2~ criticized brazen individuals who erroneously asserted, 
"Torah and commandments are entirely figurative ( h e &  rnashal)." In great meas- 
ure indebted to M a i m o n i d e ~ , ~ ~  Ibn Latif goes on to affirm that words of Torah 
must be treated like any 

matter of wisdom (dmar hokhmah), which possesses revealed and concealed (galluy we- 
ne'elam), inner and outer @mimi zue-heon), and both are true, worthy to be relied upon, 
and it is not permissible to annul the literal sense in any matter.28 

To cite one more illustration: In Sha'ar ha-Razim, the Castilian kabbalist, Todros 
ben Joseph Abulafia, approvingly refers to Maimonides' depiction of the two- 
faced character of the parable from the introduction to the Guide. Abulafia's 
paraphrase suggests that he fully accepted the elitist account of esotericism, 
which resonates with dicta about secrets scattered throughout rabbinic literature: 

It is clear and known to every enlightened man (ish maskil) to whom God has given a 
heart to hear and eyes to see that King David, peace be upon him, and all the others 
who speak through the holy spirit, and how much more so the righteous prophets who 
prophecy in the nation [...I most of their words are in parables and riddles, and they 
have inner aspects @anim pmimzbim), all that see them will not discern them and will 
not attend to them except for the elite (yehidim) whose hearts have been touched by 
God. Perhaps the external in them, which is good and beautiful, is fixed and received by 
the masses, and concerning this King Solomon, peace be upon him, said "A word fitly 
spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silvern (Prov. 25:ll). And how marvelously 
did the perfect sage, our master Moses, may his memory be for a blessing, explain this 
image, comparing the external to refined and polished silver and the inner to pure gold 
whose value is greater than all other metals, as is known fiom his words in his well- 
known and honorable book, the ~ u i d e . ~ ~  

/ There is, however, a crucial difference between the philosophical and kabbalistic 

I 
approaches to secrecy. For Maimonides, esotericism involves the withholding of 
knowledge that is in principle comprehensible and communicable. This is not to 
deny or to ignore the apophatic component in the thought of Maimonides, 
which can be traced to the Neoplatonic legacy that he inherited as part of his 

I philosophical edifi~ation,~O his insistence that the human intellect is incapable of 

26 Sara 0. Heller Wiensky, "Isaac Ibn Latif - Philosopher or Kabbalist?," in: Jneish and Me- 
didRenaissance Studzes, edited by Alexander Altmann, Cambridge, Mass. 1967, 185-223. 

27 For fuller discussion of this subject, see Sara 0 .  Heller Wilensky, "The G~tide and the Gate: 
The Dialectical Influence of Maimonides on Isaac ibn Latif and Early Spanish Kabbalah," 
in A Straight Path - Studies in Medieval Philosopb and Culture: Essays in Honor of Arthur 
Hyman, edited by Jeremiah Hadrett et al., Washington D.C. 1988, 266-278, and references 
to Neumark and Scholem cited by Wilensky, op. cit., 266-267 nn. 2-5. 

28 MS Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, ebr. 335, fol. 2b. See Wilensky, "Dialectical Influ- 
ence," 270. 

29 Todros ben Joseph Abulafia, Sha'ar ha-Razim, Edited from the manuscripts with Introduc- 
tion and Annotations by Michal Kushnir-Oron, Jerusalem 1989,46. 

30 See, in particular, Alfied L. Ivry, "Maimonides and Neoplatonism," in: Neoplatonism and 
Jmish Thought, edited by Lenn E. Goodman, Albany 1992, 137-156, and idem, "Neopla- 



apprehending the essence (mrihiyya) of God, the necessary of existence (w&b d- 
wz~dlmehuyav ha-me~i'ut).3~ In spite of the formidable and ardent, at moments 
paradoxical, rendering of via negativa on the part of Maimonides - "apprehen- 
sion of Him consists in the inability to attain the ultimate term in apprehending 
Him"32 - I do not think this factor figures prominently in his account of esoteri- 
cism.33 To clarify the point, let me cite one passage wherein Maimonides draws 
the conclusion from the premise that, since God's knowledge is not separate 
from his essence, just as we cannot apprehend his essence, we cannot compre- 
hend his knowledge: 

With r e e d  to this point, only the equivocality of the term "knowledgen'occasions the 
error; for there is a community only in the terms, whereas in the true reality of the 
things there is a d i f f e ~ e n c e . ~ ~  

Unlike the kabbalist for whom the secret remains a secret even to one in posses- 
sion of the secret, the philosopher discerns the meaning of the secret in an intel- 
ligible and hence communicable manner; the inscrutability of the divine is not a 
secret for Maimonides, as the secret for him relates to rational knowledge, in- 
deed demonstrable truth, that potentially could be disclosed but is withheld on 
account of the political need to conceal certain truths from those for whom they 
might weaken their faith and, consequently, their communal bond and solidarity 
with the Jewish people.35 As Alexander Altmann noted long ago, in the thought 
of Maimonides, there is an essential link between the phenomenon of contradic- 
tion and that of the secret, for to talk about a secret is of necessity to talk in con- 
tradictions. More specifically, Maimonides was of the view that the secret itself 
only arises if there is a contradiction between the literal sense of the biblical text 
and what is known to be demonstrably true on the basis of syllogistic logic and 
intellection. In the absence of such a contradiction, there is no need to appeal to 
an esoteric meaning over and against the exoteric. This "innermost motive" of 
the concept of sod utilized by Maimonides underscores the difference in orienta- 
tion between philosophical esotericism and the mode of secrecy embraced by 
kabbaiists, In Altmann's felicitous language, 

tonic Currents in Maimonides' Thought," in: Perspectivts on Maimonides: Philosophical and 
HistoricalStudies, edited by Joel L. Kraemer, London 1996, 115-140. 

31 Guidt, I: 59, pp. 139-140; 111: 21, p. 485. See Harry A. Wolfson, Studies in the History of 
Phrlosophy and Religzorr, 2 vols., edited by Isadore Twersky and George H. Williams, Cam- 
bridge, Mass. and London 1973-1977,2:195-230. 

32 ~ u i d e ,  I: 59, p. 139. 
33 T h ~ s  remark reflects conversations that I have had on this matter with Sarah Pessin who is 

of the opinion that the apophatic dimension of Maimonides does have an impact on  his 
notion ofsecrecy. Although I do  not agree with this perspective, I express my gratitude to 
Pessin for challenging me on this point and for helping me sharpen my own position. 

34 Guidc, 111: 20, p. 4821 
Tne approach I have taken is in accord with the well-known stance of Leo Strauss, Pcrsecn- 
Lion atzd the Art of Writing, New York 1952, 55-78. 

It is not the mystic's need to grasp what is hidden beneatlrthe veil of the written word, 

I but the unsettling realization that there are contradictions between the literal meaning 
of the Scripture and philosophical truth which drives Maimonides to develop his theory 
of the layers of esoteric and exoteric meaning. [...I But once the contradiction is re- 

i solved, the secret as such has been abolished, for by its very nature the secret is merely 
logical, whereas the secret of mysticism is ontological, inextricably caught in contradic- 

1 tions that are anchored in the structure of the world itself.36 

My own attempt to distinguish philosophical and kabbalistic esotericism by ar- 
guing that the object of the former is the "secret that there is no secret" and that 
of the latter the "secret that cannot be kept" follows the path of Altmann's think- 

The variation in substance, however, as Altrnann well understood, does 
not preclude the fact that kabbalists were influenced by the hermeneutical rheto- 
ric of Maimonides. In this context, I will discuss one facet of kabbalistic esoteri- 
cism that is largely indebted to Maimonides, extending the method of dissem- 
bling in (mis)communicating knowledge of divine truth to the rabbinic sages. 
Maimonides, it will be recalled, discerned an inherently reflexive pattern in the 
nature of the parable both with respect to the substance of the secret and the 
method of its disclosure: A parable can be explained only by a parable if the 
parabolic nature of the parable is to be illumined parabolically. To explicate 
scriptural parables, therefore, the rabbis had to speak of them "in parables and 
riddles." Indeed, according to Maimonides, the rabbis not only augmented the 
number of parables in the attempt to elucidate prophetic parables, but they de- 
veloped different interpretive strategies, including the technique of esoteric writ- 
ing emulated by Maimonide~?~ the fragmentation and scattering of the secret in 
various literary contexts.39 With a conviction unparalleled by his philosophical 
predecessors, Maimonides insists that the mysteries of the law (sitrei torah) are 
mentioned "in the books of the prophets and in the dicta of the Sages."40 In the 
last section of the introduction to the Guide, Maimonides delineates seven rea- 
sons to elucidate textual contradictions. Significantly, he asserts that contradic- 
tions in midrashic and aggadic sources are to be explained on the basis of the 
sixth and seventh causes, that is, the contradictions are due either to the fact that 

~- 

36 Alexander Altrnann, "Maimonides' Attitude Toward Jewish Mysticism," in: Studies in Jm 
ish Thought, 203. 

37 Wolfson, Abraham Abulaja, 38-93. 
38 In Guide, I: Introduction, p. 6-7, Maimonides comments that the "chapter headlngsn of 

esoteric matters pertaining to ma'aseh bereshit and ma'aseh merkavab, the account of crea- 
tion and the account of the chariot, identified respectively as physics and metaphysics, are 
not "set down in order or arranged in coherent fashion in this Treatise, but rather are scat- 
tered and entangled with other subjects that are to be clarified. For my purpose is that the 
truths be glimpsed and then again be concealed, so as not to oppose that divine purpose 
which one cannot possibly oppose and which has been concealed from the vulgar among 
the people those truths especially requisite for His apprehension." 

39 Guide, I: Introduction, pp. 8, 10. 
40 Guide, I: 35, p. 80. 



a particular argument rests on  many premises and a premise made earlier in the 
argument may stand in contradiction to one made later or  because in speaking 
about an obscure matter it may be necessary to conceal some aspect while dis- 
closing another. Maimonides writes that in his own treatise contradictions will 
be due to the fifth and seventh causes, the former, which is essentially an alterna- 
tive formulation of the latter, is based on the fact that contradictions arise from 
the necessity that in teaching a secret some dimensioil of  it will be exposed be- 
fore its fuller meaning can be made apparent.jl 

The Maimonidean claim that truth is hidden parabolically in scriptural verses 
~ n d  rabbigc dicta had a profound impact on  both the hermeneutical orientation 
of kabbalists and the specific literary genre they chose to express it, and this in 
spite of  the fact that kabbalists were willing to challenge comments of Maimon- 
ides wherein he questioned the reasonableness of particular a g g a d ~ t . ' ~  I will pre- 
sent here only one striking example of the influence of Maimonides from the in- 
troduction of Ezra of Gerona, disciple of Isaac the Blind, son of Abraham ben 
David of Posquieres, to his commentary on  Song of Songs. This text can be con- 
sidered the tirst kabbalistic treatise that provides a systematic account of  the pre- 
cise nature of kabbalah and an attempt on  the part of the author to situate him- 
self in an authoritative chain of tradition (shalshelet ha-qabbalah) with the aim of 
justifjing his explication of secrets even if by allusion. As I have noted in an ear- 
lier study," Ezra, in line with many other kabbalists,44 identifies the essence of 
kabbalah as knowledge of God's name (yedi'at ha-shem), the transmission of 
which he traces from Abraham to his own time. Ezra assures the reader that this 
chain is unbroken and thus the secret gnosis has never departed from In 
another passage, however, Ezra asserts that the esoteric wisdom has vanished 
from the Jews since the destruction of the Temple, a point that resonates with 
the comment of Maimonides that the concealed matters he is to disclose in the 
Guide were not set down in any book written by members of the Jewish commu- 
nity during the e ~ i l e . ~ 6  In language that demonstrates an even closer affinity to 
Ezra, Maimonides wrote in the introduction to third part of the Guide, the pre- 
amble to his commentary on  Ezekiel's chariot vision, ma'aseh merkavah, which he 
identifies with "divine science," that is, metaphysics, that since the mysteries of 
Torah connected to the chariot had to be transmitted orally, and only the "chap- 

" Guide, I: Introduction, pp. 18 and 20. 
32 See, b r  instance, Abulafia, Sha'ar ha-Razim, 51, 55, and 148. 
43 Elliot R. Wolfson, "Beyond the Spoken Word: Oral Tradition and Written Transmission 

In Medieval Jewish Mysticism," in: Transmitting Jewish Traditions: Oralip, Textualrty and Cul- 
turd Drfusion, edited by Yaakov Elman and Israel Gershoni, New Haven and London 
2000, 178-180. 

44 This taxonomy of kabbalah is explored in detail by Moshe Idel, "Defining Kabbalah: The . 
Kabbalah of the Divine Names," in: Mystics of the Book, 97-122. 

45 Kinxi Ramban, edited by Hayyim D. Chavel, 2 vols., Jerusalem 1964,2:478. 
46 Guide, I: Introductlon, p. 16; I: 71, pp. 175-176. 

ter headings,"47 the "knowledge of this matter has ceased to exist in the entire re- 
ligious community, so that nothing great or small remains of it."48 

The influence of Maimonides is detectable in Ezra's remark that it is only due 
to the efforts of the sages who hid scattered references to the kabbalistic truths in 
the midrashim and talmudic aggadot that remnants of the tradition were pre- 
served for posterity." As Ezra puts it in another passage: 

The words of the sages, blessed be their memories, are absolutely complete and perfect 
[...I all their words were said through the holy spirit by allusion (be-rmcz) in order to 
arouse the hearts of the enlightened ones, the kabbalists (ha-maskilim ha-mrqubbalim).50 

I think it reasonable to conclude that, in spite of fundamentally different ap- 
proaches to the religious comportment of  Judaism, Maimonides provided kab- 
balists a rhetoric to frame an esoteric hermeneutic, which, in turn, facilitated the 
grounding of occult traditions in the corpus of classical rabbinic literature.51 

(Dis)Embodied Eros: via contemplativa and unio mystica 

In this section, I will turn to another aspect of the kabbalistic worldview wherein 
the influence of Maimonides has not been properly evaluated. I refer to the ex- 
perience of deveqtrt, the term kabbalists appropriate from philosophical texts, to 
demarcate ecstatic union with the divine. The central role that the Maimonidean 
understanding of conjunction had on the articulation of prophetic experience in 
the kabbalah of Abulafia, designated by him most frequently as qabbalah nevu'it, 
"prophetic kabbalah," or qabbalat ha-shemot, "kabbalah of the names," has been 
duly noted.52 Less attention has been paid to the influence that Maimonides' 
conception of intellectual worship as the passionate love of God leading to the 
highest form of prophecy had on proponents of  qabbalat ha-sejirot, or what is re- 
ferred to in contemporary scholarship as theosophic kabbalah. My aim in this 
section is to illumine the nexus between ecstatic union, vision, and prayer in 
Maimonides and select thirteenth-century kabbalists. 

A startling example of the impact of  Maimonides o n  early kabbalah may be 
gauged from a comment in an epistle written sometime in the first half of the 
thirteenth century by Ezra of Gerona. At the beginning of the letter, Ezra states 

47 Guide, I: 34, pp. 77-78. 
48 Guide, 111: Introduction, p. 415. 
49 Klhiei Ramban, 2:479. 

Ibid. 2:498. 
O n  the hermeneutical assumption regarding the esoteric content of rabbinic aggadah, see 
Marc Saperstein, Decoding the Rabbis: A Thirteenth-Century Commentary on the &adah, 
Cambridge, Mass. and London 1980,47-78. 

52 Scholem, Major Trends, 138-139, and other references to Scholem cited in Wolfson, Abra- 
ham Abulafia, 153-154 n. 160; Idel, Mystical Experience, 8, 32-33, 11 1, 139; idem, "Mai- 
monides and Kabbalah," 54-78. 



that he has discerned fiom the questions and doubts of his interlocutor, R. 
Abraham, that he did not possess knowledge of the esoteric wisdom, a wisdom 
that, significantly, is encapsulated in the secret of the Tetragrammaton. All of the 
inquiries, writes Ezra, 

revolve in one manner about the unique name (ha-shem ha-mevuhad) that is called the < .  , 
glory of the Lord, the name of the ~ o r d ,  and the throne of the Lord I...] and concerning 
this our master Moses, peace be upon him, said in the Guide ofthe Perpkxed, chapter 
nineteen,j3 "if you wish to consider that the glory ofthe Lord is the created light that is 
designated as glory in every passage and thatfilkd the tabernacle (Exod. 40:34), there is no 
harm in it."54 

From this fitation, surprisingly neglected by scholars of early kabbalah, we may 
conclude that, in Ezra's mind, the discussion about the created light (or nivra) in 
Maimonides, that is, a physical light fashioned by God and revealed to prophets 
as the visual confirmation of their vocational calling,55 is linked to the secret of 
the name, which is also identified as the throne. All four terms - to wit, name, 
glory, throne, and created light - denote in the symbolic lexicon of Ezra Shekhi- 
nab, the last of the ten stfirot. This point is noteworthy, for it attests that one of 
the first kabbalists, writing only several decades after the demise of Maimonides, 
sought to interpret him theosophically. What Maimonides explicitly identiied as 
an entity created by God becomes in Ezra's thinking a divine emanation, the dif- 
ficulty of locution notwithstanding. A similar phenomenon is attested in the 

5 3  Guide, I: 19, p. 46. 
54 Gershom Scholem, "A New Document for the History of the Beginning of Kabbalah," in: 

Sger Bialik, Tel Aviv 1934, 155 (in Hebrew). 
55 In Guide, I: 5, p. 29, Maimonides interprets "And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to 

look upon God" (Exod. 3:6) as indicating "that he hid his face because of his being afraid 
to look at the light manifesting itself - and not that the deity, who is greatly exalted above 
every deficiency, can be apprehended by the eyes." It is noteworthy that in this context 
the "addihonal meaning of the verse over and above its external meaning" is not an alle- 
gorical interpretation, that is, the reference to "God" (elohim) is not explained figuratively 
but as a demarcation of the light created by God, which is revealed in the prophetic vi- 
sion, an explanation that accords with Saadiah Gaon's notion of the "created glory" 
(kavodnivra), Emunot we-De'ot, 11: 10, reiterated in Judah Halevi's Sefu ha-Kuzari 11: 4, 7. 8 
and TV: 3, 4. See Harry A. Wolfson, Crescas' Critique ofAristotk: Problems ofAristotk1 Pbys- 
ir-J injauish andArabic Philosophy, Cambridge 1929, 460-462 n. 93. However, from the end 
of Guide, I: 5, p. 31, it is clear that the preferable interpretation of scriptural references to 
seeing God is an "intellectual apprehension," and as a concession to those of an "insuffi- 
cient capacity" Maimonides allows that verses that speak of a vision of God may be inter- 
preted as "indicative of sensual perception of created lights - be they angels or something 
else." Maimonides employs a similar textual reasoning in I: 21, p. 51. O n  the notion of 
the "created light," which in some passages is equated with Shekhinah and/or kauod, un- 
derstood by Maimonides to be an "action of providence," see I: 10, p. 37; I: 18, pp. 44- 
45; I :  25, p. 55; I: 27, p. 57; 1: 28, p. 60; I: 64, p. 156; 1: 76, p. 229. O n  the created nature 
oi'Shekhinuh, see I: 21, p. 49; see also 111: 7, p. 430. In Mishneh Torah, Yesodei ha-Torah 2:4, 
Maimonides explains the corporealization of the immaterial intellect (identified as an an- 
gel) in the prophetic experience, ha-kol be-mat'eh ha-nevdah we-derekh biddah, "everything is 
In the prophetic vision and the way of allegory." 

'L 

j commentary of Nahmanides on the epiphany of the divine glory to Abraham in 
the form of three meniangels (Gen. 18). I have discussed this crucial passage in 

1 previously published work and thus I will restrict myself here to a brief summary 

! of the salient themes.56 According to the explanation proffered by Nahmanides, 

I expanding an earlier midrashic interpretation, the shift in identity of these charac- 
ters from "men" to "angels" is to be explained as the mystery of the garment I (malbush), that is, the garbing of the glory in an angelic form that appears exclu- 
sively to the "eyes of the flesh of the pure souls" (einei basar be-& ha-nejashot) 
in the shape of an anthropos. The precise formulation used by Nahmanides to 
demarcate this phenomenon is revealing, Kavod nivra ba-mal'akbim, a somewhat 

I ambiguous turn of phrase that may be rendered as "created glory in the angelsn or 
1 "glory created in the angels." For our purposes it does not matter, the essential 
i point being that Nahmanides utllizes the word "created" to characterize the glory, 

I Kavod, which for him is a divine attribute, one of the sefirotic potencies, and 
therefore more appropriately characterized as emanated rather than created. It is 
reasonable to surmise that the expression b o d  nivra is derived from philosophi- 
cal literature, just as we find in the case of or nivra used by Ezra. Yet, in that very 
context, Nahmanides is critical of the rationalist interpretation of prophecy of- 
fered by Maimonides predicated on a sharp distinction between a veridical image 
of sense perception and the imaginary image of prophetic vision, an image that 
has no objective correlate in the measurable space-time world. The debate should 
not be construed as an idiosyncratic difference of opinion separating the two 

a great medieval Jewish thinkers, but it is rather a major point of contention be- 

I tween kabbalists and Maimonides more generally. To cite an interesting example, 
in Seju ha-Rimmon, Moses de Leon is critical of those who maintain that the "see- 
ing of an angel" (re'zyyat ha-mal'akb) is a "prophetic vision" (mar'eh ha-nevu2ah), 
which is contrasted with an "actual seeing (re'zj.Yah mamash) like things that are 
seen by the eye."S7 Although de Leon does not attribute the opinion he rejects to 
any particular individual, there can be no doubt that he has Maimonides in 
mind. His explicit reference to Nahmanides (not a common occurrence in his 
compositions) as having already rejected this account of prophecy is significant, 
as it underscores the fact that de Leon realized he had to summon the support of 
a major figure to cast aside as erroneous the view of the great eagle.58 

! 56 Elliot R Wolfson, "The Secret of the Garment in Nahmanides," in: Da'at 24 (1990) m- 
xlix, esp. mx-mxiii; idem, Through a Speculum That Shines: Vision and Imagrnation in Medie- 
valJevish Mysticism, Princeton 1994, 63-64. 

57 The Book ofthe Pomegranate: Moses de Ledn? Sefer ha-Rimmon, edited by Elliot R Wolfson, 
Atlanta 1988, 316. 

58 The relevant discussion occurs in Guide, II:42. See my discussion in the introduction to 
Book of the Pomegranate, p. 38 .  Kushnir-Oron notes in the introduction to her critical edi- 
tion of Sha'ar ha-Razim, 30-31, that even when Abulafia disagrees with Maimonides, he 
shows him great honor and respect. 



The conciliatory approach to Maimonides is illustrated as well by a passage in 
Ha-Emwnah we-ha-Bitphon by Jacob ben Sheshet, another thirteenth-century 
Catalan kabbalist who transmitted teachings (both directly and indirectly) in the 
name of Isaac the Blind, generally referred to as "the pious onen (he-hasid). This 
example is in some respects even more telling than the first as it is found in a 
treatise by the same author who subsequently wrote Meshiv Devarim Nekhohim, a 
critical rejoinder to Samuel Ibn Tibbon's Ma'amar Yiqqawu ha-Mayim, a work on 
cosmology (ma'aseh bereshit) inspired by Maimonidean philosophy.59 As Scholem 
put the matter, 

With Jacoh ben Shesheth, the kabbalists appear on  the battlefield for the first time, un- 
disguised. The enemy is unmistakable: the radical philosophic enlightenment of the ad- 
herents of M a i m ~ n i d e s . ~ ~  

The stark militaristic language of kabbalists doing battle not~ithstanding,~'  
Scholem himself later refines his view, commenting that the polemical thrust of 
Meshiv Devarim Nekhohim is directed more at Ibn Tibbon than Maimonides. The 
heretical views, on this account, were introduced into the "systemn of Maimon- 
ides, which in itself was 

in Jacob's opi~iion very close to the true theology and therefore to the Kabbalah, as he 
frequently and triumphantly notes whenever he believes that he can demonstrate that 
his adversary misunderstood the views of M a i m o n i d e ~ . ~ ~  

Support for Scholem's conjecture is found in an interpretation of the aggadic 
motif that God looked into Torah before creating the world reported by Jacob 
ben Sheshet in the name of Isaac the Blind: 

59 O n  the relationship between the two works of Jacob ben Sheshet, see Sefm Meshiv Deuarim 
Nekhobim, edited by Georges Vajda, Introduction by Georges Vajda and Efraim Gottlieb, 
Jerusalem 1968, 18-20. See also the surmise of Daniel Abrams, R. Asher ben David: His 
Cornpiere Work and Srudies in his Kabbalisric Thought Inclrrding The Commenraries lo [he Ac- 
counr ofCrearion by [he Kabbalists ofkovence and Gcrona, Los Angeles 1996, 302-303 (in He- 
brew), that Ezra of Gerona's commentary on the account of creation, which is included in 
his commentary on Song of Songs (Kitvci Ramban, 2505-512; L.e commenraire d'Ezra de 
G ~ T O N C  sur k cnnrique des canriques, translation, notes and appendices by Georges Vajda, 
Paris 1969, 106-124, 292-319), is a response to Samuel Ibn Tibbon based on the fact that 
it is organized and presented exegetically as an interpretation of Genesis 1 and Psalm 104. " Scholem, Ongins, 377. 

61 The image of interpretation as waging battle is found on occasion in zoharic texts, espe- 
cially the beginning of Idra Rabba (Zohar 3:127b) based on earlier rabbinic descriptions of 
the brir midrush, the rabbinic study-house. See Yehuda Liebes, Srudies in [be Zohar, trans- 
lated by Arnold Schwartz et al., Albany 1993, 21-22. For an elaboration of hermeneutics 
in militaristic language, see idem, Ars Poerica in SPfer Yersira, Tel-Aviv 2000, 9-30 (in He- 
brew). 

b2 Scholem, Origins, 378. See op. cit., 381, where Scholem notes that Jacob ben Sheshet sides 
with Maimonides in affirming the right of each interpreter to devise his own reasons for 
the commandments. 

This is similar to the explanation of "he was contemplating Torah," he saw the essences 
in himself, for they were essences of wisdom, and from within these essences, which are 
the essences of wisdom, he discerned that they would in the future be revealed.63 

In the continuation of the passage, Jacob ben Sheshet mentions the discussion 
on divine omniscience in the Mishneh Torah of MaimonidesM - God knows all 
things by knowing himself since his intellect contains the form of all things - as 
confirmation of the tradition attributed to Isaac. The theosophic conception re- 
lates to the hamayot, "essences," which are the forms of all being contained 
within divine wisdom. The philosophical account about providence rests on a 
specific understanding of divine knowledge: God knows particulars inasmuch as 
they are contained in his quiddity, and thus by knowing himself he knows them 
qua un iver~a l s .~~  According to Jacob ben Sheshet, this conception can be benefi- 
cially considered in juxtaposition - in contrast to the opposition proposed by 
Scholem - to the kabbalistic notion of hamayot. He cites another passage from 
the Guide where Maimonides is critical of the mythopoeic theme that God takes 
counsel with his angelic retinue before acting, which he links to an idea attrib- 
uted to Plato that God contemplates the intelligible The attempt here to 
harmonize rabbinic, kabbalistic, and philosophic modes of discourse is notewor- 
thy and demands fuller analysis. For the purposes of this discussion I want to 
emphasize that Jacob ben Sheshet preserves indisputable evidence that in the 
kabbalah of Isaac the Blind (or at least what is reported in his name) Torah is 
equated with the essences comprised in divine wisdom whence the sefirotic po- 
tencies emanate; to be even more precise, the emanations can be viewed as the 
disclosure of hidden wisdom that is the   rim or dial Torah. The very kabbalist 
who polemically challenged Ibn Tibbon's scientific cosmology invested his en- 
ergy and time in demonstrating the congruence of the kabbalistic notion of 

63 Kitvei Ramban, 2: 409. For further explication of this passage, see Moshe Idel, "The Scfior 
Above the Sejror," in: Tarbiz 51 (1982) 265-267 (in Hebrew); idem, Absorbing P..fecrions: 
Kabbalah and Inrezprcrarion, foreword by Harold Bloom, New Haven and London 2002, 
119-120; Wolfson, "Beyond the Spoken Word," 199. 

64 Mishnch Torah, Yesodei ha-Torah 2:lO. 
65 In this matter, I follow the view of Alfred L. Ivry, "Providence, Divine Omniscience, and 

Possibility: The Case of Maimonides," in: Divine Omniscience and Omnipotenu in Mcdkal  
Philosophy, edited by Tamar Rudavsky, Dordrecht 1985, 143-159, esp. 149-153. A similar 
conclusion is reached by Michael Schwalz, "Remarks Concerning Maimonides' Concep- 
tion of God's Knowledge of Particulars," in: Torah and Wzsdom - Sruiies in Jcwish Philose 
p& Kabbalah, and Halarha: Essays in Honor ofArthur Hyman, edited by Ruth Link-Salinger, 
New York 1992, 189-197. For different approaches, see David B. Burrell, Knowing [be Un- 
knowable God: Ibn-Sina, Maimonides, Aqninas, Notre Dame 1986, 71-91; Tamar M. Ru- 
davsky, 'Maimonides and AverroEs on God's Knowledge of Possibles," in: Da'at 13 (1984) 
29-44; eadem, Eme Marters: Time, Creation, and Cosmology in McdievalJewish Philosoply, Al- 
bany 2000, l 19-124; Ehud Benor, Worship ofrhc Hear[: A Study in Maimonides'Philosoply of 
Religion, Albany 1995, 131-148. 

66 Guide, 11: 6, pp. 262-263. 



emanation from divine wisdom and the philosophical depiction of God's self- 
knowledge embraced by Maimonides. 

Reason's Light Over-shadowed: via contemplativa and Worship 
of the Heart 

I will provide another example from Sefer ha-Yqud by Asher ben David, nephew 
of  Isaac the Blind and conduit of the Provencal kabbalah to  the kabbalists in 
G e r ~ n a , ~ ~  to illustrate the importance that some early kabbalists accorded Mai- 
monides as confirmation of fundamental doctrines they held to be true. The 
specific context wherein the relevant comment occurs is a discussion of the mys- 
tical ideal of contemplative prayer. Although this motif has been well discussed 
in scholarly literature,@ it is worthwhile translating the critical part of Asher's ac- 
count given its rhetorical power and poetic beauty as well as the specific connec- 
tion he makes linking the kabbalistic and Maimonidean principles: 

Let your eyes be open and the chambers and doors of your heart unfastened, and in 
edch and every moment be ready and prepared for the construction of your heart in the 
time of your prayers (we-khol et we-khol zernan tiipeh nakhon u-rnezrtman h i n y a n  [euavekha 
be-ei tefilotekha), to turn it away from all your endeavors and from all your thoughts, to 
still the flood of your ideas, to stand in awe and fear when you ask for forgiveness over 
your sins, and to conjoin your proper thought to the primordial God, a refuge,69 "ex- 
tending and expanding above and beyond" (Ezek. 41:7), fiom gradation to gradation, 
from cause to cause, until your soul is conjoined (nishmatkha deueqah) and your wise soul 
(nafshekha he-hokhmah) is pure and unblemished, as if it were positioned in the holy place 
whence it was hewn, "at the crossroads70 she takes her stand" (Prov. 8:2), the one that is 
known, which is implanted in the eye of your intellect, until you will call understanding 
your mother and you will address wisdom your sister, as it is written "If you call to un- 
derstanding7' and cry aloud to discernment" (Prov. 2:3), and it says "Say to wisdom, 

67 Scholem, Origzns, 395. 
Gershom Scholem, "The Concept of Kawanah in the Early Kabbalah," in: Studies in Jnu- 
zsh 7?)ought, edited by Alfred Jospe, Detroit 1981, 165-180; idem, Origns, 299-309, 414- 
430; Moshe Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, New Haven and London 1988, 4249, 51-55; 
Tishby, Wrsdom of the Zohar, 946-951; Seth L. Brody, "Human Hands Dwell in Heavenly 
Heights: Contemplative Ascent and Theurgic Power in Thirteenth Century Kabbalah," in: 
Mystics of the Book: Topics, 7hmes, and Typologies, edited with an Introduction by Robert A. 
Herrera, New York 1993, 123-158; Charles Mopsik, Les Grands Textes de la Cubale: Les Rites 
Qui  Font Dieu, Paris 1993, 88-95; Wolfson, Speculum, 288-306; Haviva Pedaya, Name and 
Sanctuary m the Teaching o fR.  I s m  the Blind: A Comparative Study in the Wn'tings of the Earli- 
est Kabbulists, Jerusalem 2001, 73-102 (in Hebrew); eadem, Vision and Speech: Modd  o f  
Rmelatory ExpPrierrce in Jewish Mysticjsrn, Los Angeles 2002, 137-207 (in Hebrew). 

'' Based on Deuteronomy 33:27. 
'O L~terally, the "house of the paths," beitnetivot. 
71 Ki rm la-binah tiqra. Asher's exegesis is based on the fact that the masoretic im, "if," can be 

vocalized as em, "mother," and thus the verse is read as ki em la-binah tiqra, "you shall call 
understanding mother." This midrashic reading is attested in earlier rabbinic sources. See 

'You are my sister,' and call understanding a kinswoman" (ibid., 7:4), "Then, when you 
call, the Lord will answer; when you cry, he will say: Here I am" (Isa. 58:9).72 

Immediately succeeding his sketch of the kabbalistic ideal, Asher ben David cites 
the account of prophecy centered on  conjunction with the Active Intellect and 
apprehension of the angelic forms that Maimonides offered in the halakhic 
code, Mishneh Torah, Yesodei ha-Torah, 7:1, an abbreviated version of his more 
technical discussion of these matters in the philosophical Guide ofthe Pqkxed. It 
is especially notable that Asher prefaces his citation of Maimonides with the 
comment "concerning the matter of intentionality," d inyan ha-kawanah. This 
may be explained in one of two ways though it is plausible, perhaps even prob- 
able, that both factors were at play: First, the description of clearing the mind 
from all mundane matters so that it can be bound to the supernal realm is simi- 
lar to the explanation of the intentionality required of the worshipper that Mai- 
monides delineates in Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Tefillah, 4:16.73 In that context, 
Maimonides refers to the talmudic dictum about the ancient pietists (basidim ris- 
honim) who would meditate one hour before and one hour after their prayers, 
the very passage that Asher ben David cites subsequent to the quotation fiom 
Maimonides. Second, it is possible that Asher ben David had in mind the con- 
templative ideal that Maimonides set forth in Guide 111.51, the worship of God 
that is characterized as an all-consuming passion ('ishq) of the lover for the be- 
loved, also identified as the silent and solitary devotion of the heart,74 which is 
proportionate to apprehension, the highest level of prophecy marked by the 
simulated death of the body through subjugation of desire that purifies the soul 
so that it receives the intellectual overflow (dfayd d-'a& of divine providence, 
culminating in union with God through the bond of intel le~t.~5 

Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 57a; Midrash Mishk, edited by Burton L. Visotzky, New 
York 1990, 23, p. 159; NumbersRabbah 10:4. 

72 R. Asher ben David, 80. 
73 It should be noted that, in his account of intentionality, Maimonides also emphasizes the 

visionary component, expounding and expanding the dictum attributed to Simeon the 
Pious in Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 22a, "The one who prays must see himself as if 
the Shekhinah were opposite him, as it says, 'I have set the Lord always before me' (Ps. 
16:8)." See Tishby, Wisdom of the Zohar, 943; Gerald J. Blidstein, Rayer in Maimonidean 
Halakha, Jerusalem 1994, 77-86 (in Hebrew); Isadore Twersky, "'And One Should Regard 
Oneself as if Facing the Lord': Intention in Prayer according to Maimonides," in: Knesset 
Ezra Literature and Life in the Synagogue: Studies Presented to Ezra Fleischer, edited by Shulamit 
Elizur et al., Jerusalem 1994, 47-67 (in Hebrew); Elliot R. Wolfson, "Sacred Space and 
Mental Iconography: Imago Templi and Contemplation in Rhineland Jewish Pietism," in: 
Ki Baruch Hu: Ancient Near Eastern, Bibtic4 and Judaic Studies in Honor of B a d  A. Lcvine, 
edited by Robert Chazan et al., Winona Lake 1999, 601-602 n. 23. For discussion of the 
visionary aspect of the rabbinic notion of kawwanah, see Elliot R Wolfson, "Iconic Xsu- 
alization and the Imaginal Body of God: The Role of Intention in the Rabbinic Concep- 
tion of Prayer," in: ModPrn 7heology 12 (1996) 137-162; Uri Ehrlich, 7he Non-V& Lan- 
guage ofJewish Rayer, Jerusalem 1999,64-96, 121-122,218-219 (in Hebrew). 

74 See also Guide, 1.50, pp. 11 1-1 12; 1.59, p. 140; Benor, Worship ofthe Heart, 39-53, and 70-76. 
75 Guide, 111: 51, 620-624. 



What is most significant for our purposes is the fact that Asher ben David, 
relative of Abraham ben David of PosquiPres, the man who unabashedly criti- 
cized Maimonides in his glosses (hassagot) to the Mishneh Torah including remarks 
that may allude to occult traditions that render the opinions of Maimonides er- 
r o n e o ~ s , ~ ~  sensed a complete affinity between the kabbalistic ideal of mystical 
prayer and the Maimonidean explication of worship along philosophical lines. 
Just as, for Maimonides, the mind that is emptied of all mundane matters and 
sensory distractions contemplates the wisdom of God wherein are contained all 
the "holy and pure forms" of existence, so for Asher ben David the heart that is 
stilled from the tumult of the world ascends through the sefirotic gradations un- 
til it returnsTo its source and cleaves to Binah and Ho,4hmah, respectively config- 
ured in the symbolic imagination - in conversation with appropriate scriptural 
verses - as mother and sister. 

Much has been made by comments of a number of kabbalists in thirteenth- 
century Spain who were critical of the anthropocentric and utilitarian rationale 
for the commandments advocated by Maimonides on grounds that this ap- 
proach, irrespective of his own intentions, was employed by rationalists seeking 
to justify abrogation of traditional observance based on a hyper-allegorical read- 
ing of S c r i p t ~ r e . ~ ~  What is of special significance for this discussion are the re- 
marks of figures like Jacob ben S h e ~ h e t , ~ ~  Moses de Le6n,79 and Isaac of Acre,80 
who rebuked extreme "Aristotelians" for maintaining that it was not necessary to 
utter the words of the traditional prayers since the true intent of worship was not 
to speak to God - God is not a body and therefore has no ears and cannot liter- 
ally hear - nor could it be to bless God since God is lacking nothing and thus 
does not need to be blesseda1 - but to purify the mind and attain the state of in- 

76 Scholem, Origzns, 206-207,218; Twersky, RabadofPosquilm, 128-197, 286-300. 
77 Daniel C. Matt, "The Mystic and the Mizwot," in: Jewish S p i r i t d i p  From the Bible 7hrough 

(he Mi& Ages, edited by Arthur Green, New York 1986, 372-376. 
78 Jacob ben Sheshet, Sha'ar ha-Shamayim, in: Osar Nebmad 3 (1860) 163-165. A portion of 

the text is cited by Isaac of Acre, Me'irat Eingim, 58-61. For an annotated French transla- 
tion, see Georges Vajda, Recherches sur k philosophie et k kabbalc duns k pensie juiw du Moyen 
Age, Paris 1962, 357-371. See also Tishby, Wisdom oftheZohar, 950. 

i9 Book ofthe Pornrgranate, 391-392. See Scholem, Major Fend, 397-398 n. 154; Matt, "Mystic 
and Mizwot," 375; Elliot R. Wolfson, "Mystical Rationalization of the Commandments 
in St$r ha-Rimmon," in: Hebrew Union CoIlegc Annual 59 (1988) 249-250. The emphasis on  
the need to articulate the words of prayer is attested in zoharic literature as well. See 
Tishby, Wisdonr ofthe Zohar, 952. For Moses de Leon's critique of coreligionists who fol- 
lowed the way of philosophers and mistakenly presumed there was no  conflict between 
tradition and philosophy, see Jochanan H. A. Wijnhoven, "Se& ha-Mishkal: Text and 
Study," Ph.D. thesis, Brandeis University, 47-48. 
See passages from Isaac of Acre, O ~ a r  Hayyim, MS Giinzberg 775, fols. 49a and 89b cited 
by Goldreich in his edition of Me'irat Einayim, 411 n. 32 and 414 n. 16; English transla- 
tion in Matt, "Mystic and Mizwot," 374. 

81 A residue of the philosophic critique is found in fiqqunei Zohar, edited by Reuven Mar- 
galiot, Jerusalem 1978, sec. 70, 131b. 

tellectual conjunction. Scholem's account of Jacob ben Sheshet's objections to 
the "spiritualizing conception of prayern is worth citing: 

Here we have, remarkably enough, a form of debhequth rejected by the kabbalists and 
standing in contrast to the kind of prayer-mysticism cultivated by them. In fact, the 
kabbalistic doctrine of kawwanah opposes a pure spiritualization of the symbolism in 
prayer.82 

One cannot disagree with Scholem's observation that emphasis in kabbalistic 
texts on the need to articulate the words of prayer and not simply meditate si- 
lently on the imageless deity must be understood as a polemical response to the 
excessive spiritualization of prayer implied in the philosophical ideal of contem- 
plation. The matter is, however, more complex, as another remark of Scholem 
cited near the beginning of this essay indicates, a comment in which he stressed 
that deveqtlt is an "element commonn to  the Maimonideans and kabbalist~~3 A 
reconsideration of the relevant sources can offer a more balanced picture that 
will narrow the gap separating the philosophic and kabbalistic interpretations of 
prayer. To clarify the point, let me cite a comment ofJacob ben Sheshet that was 
not taken into account by Scholem or other scholars of Jewish mysticism, as far 
as 1 can tell. 

The matter of the letters comprises the forms of all created beings, and you will not find 
a form that does not have an image in the letters or in the combination of two, three, or 
more of them. This is a principle alluded to in the order of the alphabet, and the mat- 
ters are ancient, deep waters that have no  limit. This matter will not be comprehended 
according to its comportment except by one who knows the true explanation ofwhy the 
worshipper must discharge hls prayer from his mouth and to enunciate his lips. But is 
he now a knower of the hidden things? If so, why does he have a need for this? Would 
thought alone not be sufficient? The reason, in my opinion, is to serve him by means of 
what he is ([e'ovdo be-mah she-hu), that is to say, the one who forms all the forms (mesay- 
yerkolha-surot). It is written, "there is no rock (sur) like our God" (1 Sam. 2:20), and they 
said,84 "there is no artisan (:ayyar) like our 

Clearly, in this passage, Jacob ben Sheshet is responding to the philosophical 
challenge leveled against traditional prayer, though it is framed in a manner that 
would necessarily be limited to one who adopted a rationalist conception of an 
incorporeal deity. If God knows all that is hidden, why must there be an articula- 
tion of prayer in addition to one's thoughts? In his answer, Jacob ben Sheshet 
builds upon a fundamental axiom of kabbalah, indeed a deep structure of the 
Jewish mystical tradition that runs its course from late antiquity to the present: 
Hebrew is the cosmic language insofar as the consonants of the "holy language" 
constitute the forms of all that exists. But Jacob ben Sheshet makes an additional 

82 Scholem, Orgins, 382. 
83 Ibid., 413, cited in full above at n. 5 
84 Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 10a. 
85 Meshjv Dmarim Nekhohim, 154. 



point: The worshipper cannot simply pray by silently contemplating the idea of 
God in mind; he must utter the words of prayer - composed in Hebrew charac- 
ters - so that he will serve God "by means of what he is." One might be tempted 
to explain this description functionally, that is, insofar as God is the one who 
gives form to all forms, and the latter are the letters, the worshipper emulates this 
capacity of the divine by reciting the words of prayer. Although this is a plausi- 
ble explanation, the discussion that immediately precedes the above citation, 
which affirms that the letters proceed from Hokhmah and are engraved in the 
spirit of Binah, suggests an alternative explanation predicated on the presump- 
tion that the letters are constitutive of the divine physiognomy, the material en- 
casements,%~ it were, of the sefirotic light that emanates from the Infinite. Ezra 
of Gerona's comment reflects the working assumption of many kabbalists, 
"There are twenty-two letters, and each and every letter has a body and soul, and 
all the ten sefrot are in each and every letter."a6 As kabbalistic symbolism crystal- 
lized in the thirteenth-century, the Hebrew letters, the elemental building blocks 
of all beings, were thought to be comprised in the Tetragrammaton, the name 
whose mystical essence was identified as Torah, the divine body Cqufelohz).a7 Bear- 
ing these symbolic associations in mind, I think it plausible to suggest that Jacob 
ben Sheshet's gloss "by means of what he is" should be interpreted ontologically 
and not merely functionally. 

The need to articulate the words of prayer is thus related to the fact that from 
the letters is woven the fabric of the text of the divine body, which is the body of 
the divine text. Inasmuch as the letters emanate from Hokhmah to Binah - in 
later zoharic texts, the letters are explicitly identified as the seminal fluid that 
Hokhmah, the father, imparts to the womb of Binah, the mother, whence they 
coalesce into the form of Torah that comprises the lower seven sefirot, six mascu- 
line and the seventh femininea8 - the words of prayer are comparable to rungs 
on a ladder by means of which the mind ascends to its source in divine thought, 
mahshuvuh, identified either as Keter or Hokhmah, an experience that receives the 
technicdl designation mahshavah deveqah, literally, "the thought that cleaves."89 
For Jacob, as for his Catalonian colleagues, Ezra and Azriel, the cleaving of 
thought in prayer has a twofold purpose, to restore the soul to its source in the 

86 Azriel of Gerona, Conxmentary on Talmudic Agadoth, edited by Isaiah Tishby, Jerusalem 
1945, 14 (in Hebrew). 

87 See Scholem, Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, 3744; idem, "The Name of God and the Lin- 
guistic Theory of the Kabbala," in: Diogenes 79-80 (1972) 78-80, 178-180, 193-194; Moshe 
Idel, "The Concept of Torah in Hekhalot Literature and Its Metamorphosis in Kabbalah," 
in: Jerusalem Studies in Jewish 77~ought 1 (1 98 1) 23-84, esp. 49-58 (in Hebrew); Tishby, Wis- 
dom ofthe Zohar, 1079- 1082. " Zohar 1:15b, 156b (Sitrei Torah); "Responsa of Moses de Lebn in Kabbalistic Matters," ed- 
ited by Isaiah Tishby, in: Studies in Kabbala and Its Branches: Researches and Sources, vol. 1, 
Jerusalem 1982,43 (in Hebrew). 

89 Scholem, "Concept of Kawanah," 166 and 176-177 n. 27; Idel, New Perspectives, 4649; 
Brody, "Human Hands," 134-1 37. 

divine and to open the channels of blessing from above; the relevant sources in- 
dicate that there is no reason to separate the two elements, the ecstatic and the- 
~rgic.~O The Maimonidean influence is, needless to say, limited to the former. 
While this factor has been noted in previous scholarship, the full extent of its 
significance on informing the mystical stance of the early kabbalists has not been 
sufficiently observed. Tishby's contrast of the "nonecstatic communion" in the 
teachings of B&ya Ibn Paquda and Maimonides and the "subject of commun- 
ion" in the thinking of the Gerona kabbalists, which "concerned the complete 
and utter union of the soul with God" may be considered typical.91 

To be sure, the question of the "complete and utter union of the soul with 
God" is not a simple issue for either philosopher or kabba l i~ t .~~  I do not wish to 
enter into a discussion of this thorny problem; the critical point from my per- 
spective is that the idea of conjunction affirmed by Maimonides, especially in 
the presentation of the ideal worship of the heart, entails an ecstatic, unitive state 
that is analogous phenomenologically to what is avowed in kabbalistic literature. 
In describing the contours of this experience, Maimonides initially uses the figu- 
rative language of spatial proximity; "one who apprehends the true realities" 
(mudrik al-haqd'iq) must endeavor "to come close? to God by strengthening the 

The point was made forcefully by Brody, "Human Hands Dwell in Heavenly Heights," 
249-250: "the theurgc efficacy of a ritual act is profoundly intertwined with the Kabbal- 
ist's attainment of mystical adhesion, howsoever that might be conceived." And the 
summary on p. 396: "Careful analysis of many of our sources has consequently indicated 
that the transformative and theurgic sides of Kabbalistic experience and practice are all 
but inseparably interlinked. Contemporary scholarly literature has been far too facile in 
its differentiation between the 'mystical' and the 'theurgic' aspects of spiritual praxis, as if 
there represented two distinct foci of Kabbalistic interest and endeavor. O n  the contrary, 
they represent the two sides of a unified spiritual enterprise." The point is reiterated in 
Brody's published essay "Human Handsn (for full bibliographic reference, see above, n. 
68), but, lamentably, in a far more attenuated manner. O n  the inseparability of the ec- 
static and theurgic, see Elliot R Wolfson, "Forms of Visionary Ascent as Ecstatic Experi- 
ence in the Zoharic Literature," in: Gershom Scboh's Major Fend in Jmish Mysticism 50 
Years Ajer: Proceedings of the Sixth International Confprence on the History ofjmish Mysticism, 
edited by Peter Schafer and Joseph Dan, Tiibingen 1993,209-235, esp. 219-221, and idem, 
Speculum, 374, "It is necessary to reintegrate the theurgical and mystical elements of the 
religious experience of the kabbalist, for it makes no sense to speak of effecting the nature 
of God if one is not experiencing God in some immediate and direct sense." See also 
Mopsik, Grand Texts, 116-1 19; Pedaya, Vision and Speech, 150 n. 27. 

91 Wisdom ofihe Zohar, 986-987. 
92 O n  the question of unio mystica in the history of Jewish mysticism, see Scholem, Major 

Trends, 55-56, 122-123; idem, Messianic Ida, 203-204; idem, Kabbalah, 174-176; Idel, N m  
Perspectives, 59-73; idem, StudiPs in the Ecstatic Kabbalah, 1-31, reprinted with Hebrew 
sources, "Abraham Abulafia and Unio Mystics," in: Studies in Medieval Jewish Histoy and 
Literature 111, edited by Isadore Twersky and Jay M. Harris, Cambridge, Mass. and London 
2000, 147-178; idem, "Universalization and Integration: Two Conceptions of Mystical 
Union in Jewish Mysticism," in: Mystical Union and Monotheistic Faith: An Ecumenical Dia- 
logue, edited by Moshe Idel and Bernard McGinn, New York 1989, 27-57; and the recent 
analysis of my student Joel Goldberg, "Mystical Union, Individuality, and Individuation 
in Provencal and Catalonian Kabbalah," Ph.D. dissertation, New York University, 2001. 



intellect, the bond between divine and human; intellectual worship consists of 
"nearness to God and being in His presence.n93 However, one should not forget 
that Maimonides also employs unitive terminology. Thus, he characterizes the 
status of the patriarchs and Moses: 

Because of the union of their intellects through apprehension o f  Him ('ittiha cuqriIihim 
bi-'idrdihi/hit'ahdut sikhkihem be-hassagato), it came about that He made a lasting cove- 
nant w ~ t h  each of them [...] For in those four, I mean the Patriarchs and Moses our Mas- 
ter, union with God (&-'ittibcid bi-llrih/hit'a.$dut im ha-el) - I mean apprehension of Him 
and love of Him - became manifest, as the texts testify.94 

In the continuation of this passage, Maimonides states explicitly that this rank is 
not attdinablerby most human beings, including himself; at best, one can aspire 
to the rank previously discussed, viz., "closeness to God" (d-qurb minhu) ensuing 
from the "total devotion to Him" (d-'inqit& 'ilayhr). The important point for my 
argument is that Maimonides did allow for the possibility of union in the case of 
the ultimate act of worship, the highest level of prophecy, attained by "the perfect 
noble ones" (u.l-jiudalr?'d-hmilin), a line of interpretation confirmed by the strong 
unitive language utilized to characterize h e q u t  by subsequent exponents of 
Maimonides, including his son Abraham and his translator Samuel Ibn T i b b ~ n . ~ ~  

In the teaching of Isaac the Blind, we find a similar confluence of motifs to 
describe the experience of worship as well as prophecy. In the terminology dis- 
tinctive to the kabbalistic material, deuequt ha-mahshavah entails the conjunction 
of human and divine thought to the point that the ontic difference between the 
two is overcome. As Azriel of Gerona in a statement in the commentary to Sefer 
Yesirah that purports to transmit the teachings of Isaac the Blind, "'Say to wis- 
dom you are my sister' (Prov. 7:4), that is to say, to conjoin thought to W~sdom 
so that they will be one thing (lihyot hu we-hi davar eha~i) ."~~ In the notes to his 
edition of Azriel's text,Y7 Isaiah Tishby suggested that the kabbalist was indebted 
to the philosophic interpretation of the eschatological image affirmed by the 
rabbis describi& the righteous in the world-to-come, "their crowns are on their 
head~,"~8 offered by Maimonides: "The existence of the soul is in the existence 
of its intelligible since they are one thing (qiyyum ha-nefesh be-qr&um m u s W  
we-htyotah hi we-hu davar eba~i)."~~ This brief account of the unity of the soul and 
its intelligible is a highly abbreviated version of the more technical explanation 
of the process of intellection in the following words of Maimonides: 

" Guidr, 111: 51, pp. 620 and 623. " lbid., 623-624. 
9 5  As noted by Idel, Studirs in Erstat~c Kabbalah, 4-5. 
96 Co~nmcntary on Talmudic Aggadoth, 20. '' Ibid., 20 n. 11. Idel, New Perspectives, 293 n. 63, maintains that Azriel's formulation re- 

flects a "Neoplatonic viewn and not the "Aristotelian epistemic union as it occurs in 
Maimonides." 

yY Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 17a. '' Mi~hnut~ im Perush ha-RaMBaM, Seder Nezikin, 138. See Mirhneh Torah, Teshuvah, 8:2. 

And it has become clear that the act of every intellect, which act consists of in its being 
intellectually cognizing, is identical with the essence of that intellect. Consequently, the 
intellect, the intellectually cognizing subject, and the intellectually cognized object are 
always one and the same thing in the case of everything that is cognized in actu.lm 

In the state of conjunction, the human intellect attains something of the divine 
nature, since for God it is always the case that the three elements, intellect, intel- 
lectually cognizing subject, and intellectually cognized object, are one without 
any multiplicity."J1 It seems entirely acceptable to apply this epistemic structure 
to the kabbalistic sources. 

One might object that there is still a crucial difference between Maimonides 
and kabbalists on the grounds that the former dispenses with language and the 
ultimate object of conjunction is unknowable. I would not deny the truthfulness 
of the first allegation; there seems no legitimate way to narrow the gap when it 
comes to the question of language. Nevertheless, even with respect to this issue 
there is a common philosophical underpinning shared by Maimonides and the 
kabbalists. Though kabbalists accord ontological reality to Hebrew as the matrix 
language of all being, they acknowledge that in the contemplative ascent lan- 
guage gives way to what is beyond language, that thought leads to that which is 
beyond thought. Here it is worth mentioning a passage from Jacob ben Sheshet 
interpreting the dictum attributed to R. Hisda that "a person must always enter 
through two entrances and afierwards he should pra~:*~02 

We must say that the opinion of R Hisda was to instruct about the matter of prayer jin- 
yan tefillah) in this allusion and how prayer proceeds. He says "a person must always en- 
ter," to draw forth and to emanate the blessing and the will in the matter that proceeds, 
emanates, and disseminates from spring to spring like a candle lit from a candle. Thus a 
person must enter within two entrances [...] and "afterwards he should pray," in thought 
and in emanation (ba-mahshawah we-eilut) from the yod that alludes to the attribute of 
humility, as one can see from its form, for it is small and bent over to point to its 
origin.lo3 

Note that in explicating the matter of prayer Jacob focuses exclusively on the 
contemplative dimension, to draw the efflux from the supernal gradation, corre- 
lated symbolically with the attribute of humility, the self-abnegation required to 
open the limitless channel of blessing that is beyond all delimitation including 
the demarcation of language. In spite of the emphasis placed on declaiming the 
words of the traditional liturgy, for kabbalists language is the means to reach the 
absolute reality that exceeds language. The apophatic dimension is conveyed in a 
number of striking images employed by kabbalists to describe the final object of 

loo Guide, I: 68, pp. 164-165. 
lo' Interestingly enough, Todros Abulafia, Shacar ha-Razim, p. 99, describes the knowledge of 

God as the indivisible unity of intellect (sekhel), intellectually cognizing subject (macRiI), 
and intellectually cognized object (musRal). 

lo2 Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 8a. 
lo3 Kitvei Ramban, 2: 366. 



dmequt, the highest of the emanations, to wit, "negation of thought" ('afisat ha- 
mahshavuh), "that which thought cannot comprehend" (mab she-ein ha-m&shavab 
masseget), or simply "nothing" ('ayin). Ezra of Gerona thus designates the unitive 
experience as "conjunction to nothing," dmequt ba-'ayin,l" which parallels an ex- 
pression found in the commentary on Sefer E!irah attributed to Isaac the Blind, 
hitbonmut she-ein bo mamash, contemplation of the ins~bstantial.'~5 

According to the teaching of Isaac, which informed many of his disciples and 
hence the subsequent history of kabbalistic speculation, the prophets, who are 
cast typologically as proto-kabbalists, are distinguished by their capacity to ex- 
pand their $ought limitlessly beyond the limit of thought. By thought thinking 
what lies beyond the parameters of thought to think, the mind of the kabbalist 
envisions complex infinity from infinite complexity. The visualization is thus ex- 
pressed as an ascent through various gradations from the measurable attribute on 
the bottom to what is hidden on top, from the comprehensible to the incompre- 
hensible. The spiritual elite of Israel (maskibiyisra'el) are set apart by their capabil- 
ity of contemplating from the measure as it is seen in the heart to the infinite (k 
hitbonen mi-tokb ha-middab ha-nir'eit ba-lev bhitbonen ad ein soj; hence the mystical 
state is referred to as "contemplation that has no substance" (hitbonmut she-ein bo 
mamash) - what is visualized contemplatively is "all that which the comprehen- 
sion of thought comprehends to the infinite," (kol mah she-hassagat ha-m&shavab 
mirssegrt ad ein sojj,l06 the trail of thought winding its way not to that which is not 
thought but to that which is thought as what cannot be thought, the unthought, 
beyond the polarity of being and not being, thought and unthought. Mystical il- 
lumination ensues from "contemplation that has no substance," that is, contem- 
plation of what cannot be reified as an object of knowledge or subject of predica- 
tion, the one that is lacking substance precisely because of the fullness of its in- 
substantiality. The "way of contemplation," h e k b  hitbonmut, is thus compared 
figuratively to "sukng" (yeniqab) as opposed to "knowingn (yed i '~h) '~~  to convey 
the idea that meditation yields and is generated by an intimate and direct gnosis 
of divinity rather than discursive knowledge, a unified intuition of many in one 
rather than a composite inference of one from many. The distinction between 
yedi'ah and yrniqah is not meant to convey anti-intellectualism, a mystical sensibil- 
ity that is pitted against a speculative or philosophic orientation. O n  the contrary, 
the contrast between discursive and intuitive forms of apprehension is an integral 

l W  Kzrvci Ramban, 2: 5 10-5 11. 
'05 Gershom Scholem, The Kabbalah in Rwence, edited by Rivka Schatz, Jerusalem 1970, Ap- 

pendix, p. 5 (in Hebrew). For analysis of this passage, see Scholem, "Concept of Kawa- 
nah," 165-166; idem, Orzgzns, 300-301. 
Scholem, Kabbalah in Rovence, Appendix, p. 1. 

lo' Scholem, Kabbalah in Provence, Appendix, p. 1; idem, Origins, 275. Elsewhere in the Sgm 
Yesirah commentary, the term yeniquh is used to depict the lower entities drawing the ef- 
flux from the sefirotic potencies. See Scholem, Kabbalab in Rmence, Appendix, p. 9.  

part of the Platonic tradition, especially significant in Ne~platonism.~os The intui- 
tive philosopher attains a higher state than the discursive philosopher, but su- 
preme perfection belongs to one who has mastered both. One can apply this 
model to the speculative kabbalah that evolved from Isaac the Blind as well as to 
the philosophical mysticism that flowed from Maimonides. 

There is no reason to assume that Jacob ben Sheshet, Asher ben David, or any 
other kabbalist, conceived of a conflict in Maimonides between the kataphatic 
representations of God in traditional prayer, on the one hand, and the apophatic 
idea of silent contemplation in the heart, on the other.lo9 Surely, they would not 
have attributed to Mairnonides any desire to supplant the former by the latter; 
the religious need for conventional prayer persists, but its ultimate purpose is to 
lead one beyond speech-acts to gestures of unsaying, the mental affixation on 
the divine that is alone appropriate to apprehending the unity and being of the 
necessary of existence. In an anonymous text, "Nine Chapters on Unity" (Tish'ab 
Peraqim me-Kbud), which was erroneously attributed to Maimonides, the ration- 
ale for worship is to purify the soul, but the author insists on the necessity to 
preserve the anthropomorphic language of prayer so that the soul "will be uni- 
fied and will yearn for his comprehen~ion ."~~~ Similarly, the mystical under- 
standing of prayer that Asher and his Catalonian colleagues transmitted in the 
name of Isaac the Blind embraces the fusion of the kataphatic and apophatic, in 
the formulation of one zoharic passage, exegetically elaborating on the verse 
"May the words of my mouth (imreifl and the meditation of my heart (hegyon 
libbi) be acceptable to You, 0 Lord, my rock and redeemer" (Ps. 19:15), "effable 
words" (millin A-itparshun), which may be spoken by the mouth, and "hidden 
words" (millin di-setiman), thoughts beyond verbal articulation that are dependent 
on the heart."' The words of traditional prayer are rungs on the ladder by means 
of which human thought ascends "from gradation to gradation, from cause to 
cause," until it is conjoined with the infinite that cannot be comprehended, 
thought that cannot be thought; dmequt is the goal of the worship of the en- 
lightened (avodat ha-maskilim), those who contemplate the divine name, to 
cleave to the nothing that obliterates the ontic difference between self and God, 

log See the pertinent discussion on the divergence of discursive philosophy (al-bdrh, literally, 
"investigation") and "divine philosophy" (ta'alluh, literally, "becoming God") in John 
Walbridge, The Leaven of the Ancients: Suhrawardi and the Heritage ofthe Greeks, Albany 2000, 
176. 

lo9 O n  the struggle in Maimonides between the philosophical conception of the deity and 
traditional prayer, see M m i n  Fox, Interpreting Maimonides: Sfudics in Merhodology, Meta- 
physics, and Moral Philosophy, Chicago and London 1990, 297-321. 
"Nine Chapters on Unity Attributed to Maimonides," edited by Georges Vajda, in: Kobez 
al Yad 5 (1950) 123 (in Hebrew). The suggestion of Scholem, Ongins, 382 n. 43, that this 
pseudo-Maimonidean text espouses a view attacked by Jacob ben Sheshet does not stand 
the test of close textual scrutiny. See also the reservations expressed by Goldreich in his 
edition of Me'irarEinayim, 410-411 nn. 7-8. 

"' Zohar 1:169a. 



return of the branch to the root, the nameless name beyond all language. Asher 
combined the account of intentionality in prayer and prophecy in Maimonides, 
for, in his opinion, the mechanics of the two processes, as it were, are identical, 
and both are understood as vehicles to  facilitate the contemplative ascent culmi- 
nating in mystical communion. 

A comparable appropriation of the philosophical orientation is found in the 
following passage from Isaac Ibn Latif's Sha'ar ha-Shamayim; although there is 
n o  specific reference to Maimonides, I would suggest it very likely that the latter 
is in the author's mind: 

The b r m  of the holy and pure worship entails the conjunction of the human intellect 
in actuality with its intellipble, which is the Active Intellect, in the image of the form of 
the luss, and understand this, and from it the conjunction expands to the supernal 
causes, one atop the other, in the matter of the concatenation [...I un t~ l  it reaches the 
great archon, which is called the first that emanates from the Primal Cause without an 
intermediary, and then his conjunction with this supernal entity will be the most perfect 
spiritual conjunction that is possible, as it says "and to him shall you cleaven (Deut. 
1 0 : 2 0 ) . ~ ~ 2  

I t  lies beyond the scope of this study to explicate all the details of Ibn Latifs 
remark, but suffice it to say that he has cast the philosophic understanding of 
worship found in Maimonides in a kabbalistic idiom. Being conjoined to the 
Active Intellect serves as the vehicle by which the mind extends to the upper st$- 
rot, designated in the aforecited passage as the "supernal causes" (ha-sibbot ha- 
elyonot), until it reaches the first of the gradations that emanates without inter- 
mediary from the supreme being, the highest of the intellects, which corresponds 
to Keter, identified by Ibn Latif as the primordial wi11.113 The gesture of the kiss, 
moreover, reflects the Maimonidean interpretation of the Song as an allegorical 
depiction of the intellect's intimate bonding, indeed union, with the divine, or 
the Active Intellect, an influence that is evident in other thirteenth-century kab- 
balists, including Ezra of Gerona, Isaac Ibn Sahula, and Abraham Abulafia, just 
to mention a few examples.li4 

The above discussion illustrates the extent to which early kabbalists were will- 
ing to invert the meaning of the technical philosophical jargon employed by 
Maimonides in order to establish the affinity between him and the Jewish eso- 
teric tradition. Even those kabbalists whose intellectual odyssey relegated en- 
gagement with Maimonidean philosophy to  an early stage of intellectual devel- 
opment followed by immersion in esoteric matters - for instance, Moses de 
Leon, Joseph Gikatilla, Abraham Abulafia, and his disciple, the author of 

1 1 2  MS Vahcan, Biblioteca Apostolica, ebr. 335, fol. 122b. 
"' Ibid., fol. 121b. 

See Elllot R. Wolfson, "Asceticism and Eroticism in Medieval Jewish Philosophical and 
Mystical Exegesis of the Song of Songs," in: With Reverencefor the Word: Med idSmptura l  
Exegesis zn Judaisnz, Chisrianip, and Islam, edited by Jane Dammen McAulifee et al., New 
York 2003, 93-99. 

Shararei Sedegi15 - never fully disengaged from Maimonides, and, in ways more 
fundamental than have hitherto be appreciated by scholars, the kabbalists were 
greatly indebted to his writings as a source of inspiration for their own specula- 
tions and experiences; the instrumentalist assumption that philosophy merely 
provided the discursive language within which the mystical intent is clothed is 
dubious inasmuch as there is no justifiable reason to polarize the speculative and 
experiential; on the contrary, the textual evidence suggests that it is more accu- 
rate to  speak of the speculative experiences of the early kabbalists in Provence 
and northern Spain that were shaped by the experiential speculations of the reli- 
gious philosophy of Mairnonides.li6 

li5 Isadore Twersky, "Relipon and Law," in: Religion in a Relzgious Age, edited by Shlomo D. 
Goitein, Cambridge, Mass. 1974,74. 

l ib See Elliot R. Wolfson, "Hebraic and Hellenistic Conceptions of Wisdom in Sefer ha- 
Bahir," in: Poetics Today 19 (1998) 147-176, esp. 151-154. In some respects, my approach to 
the relationship of philosophy and kabbalah follows the thesis of David Neumark, History 
cfJmisb Philosop/y, 2 vols.,Jemsalem 1971, 1:166-354 (in Hebrew). I hope to elaborate on 
this affinity in subsequent publications. 




